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Preface
This slim volume is offered primarily as a thought experiment. The thought is that of social reality in its collective and collectivizing modes of expression, and the challenges these pose for the endeavours of intellectual and political critical thought. The challenge is presented here first and foremost as one of transitioning from the social to the political and what that entails -beyond reversing the abstracting impulse of political thought since the eighteenth century -to our understanding of the nature of collectivities, social cohesion and social movements, communities, societies and nations, what I believe to be one of the most urgent questions of our time. Such a thought experiment also has further historical implications as to what it means to think against the institutionalizing and professionalizing impulses of modernity, East and West alike. And the challenges are increasingly shared, or recognized as deeply implicating beyond the historical frontlines of developed and developing, with immediate pressing issues such as social equality and cohesion of communities, the viability of the representative systems and discourses of so-called democracies, the threats of extremism, economic crises, crises of energy and the environment, human rights, and the list is growing almost by the day. To think aesthetically and intellectually from within the social is to think against the grain of the modern political imagination of the collective, and the related discourses of knowledge production. This same political imagination is also the sphere of modern intellectual work and self-perception of the intellectuals as a socially constructed elite. Icons of Egyptian intellectual life, such as Son'allah Ibrahim, Gamal al-Ghitani, Bahaa Taher and Alaa al-Aswani, all indubitably figures of resistance to power, have been criticised recently for their failure to think outside of historical relations to power and the state (by openly supporting General al-Sisi in face of perceived threats of the Brotherhood and extremism). The general perception since January 2011 is that of a 'failure in imagination' on the part of the intellectual and leftist elites to rethink their relation to the masses of the people.
In modern literary and intellectual history, and beyond the heady days of socialist realism and proletariat themes and emplotments, pivotal questions have remained theoretically unresolved and practically fraught with challenges: whom are we addressing in the end through the intervening powers of the word and of representation? The power to articulate social realities, whence does it issue? How is the same voice recognizable when it turns to those whose truth it is representing and standing-in for? Are the powers of representation and articulation the same in this dialogic relation, or are they placed in irreducible tension? To look for this tension we have so far the resources of literary articulation to fall back on, the dramatization of tension that is otherwise swept under the conceptually polished discourses of ideologies. What it does it take to speak to the absent their own truth by allowing their own possibilities of voice? The specifically Egyptian cultural practice of amāra, or producing the special and mutually recognizable signifier of a shared identity and a common fate, will be offered for analysis and reflection in the attempt to address these questions. The tension here is between the image of absence and the image of voice.
This proposed volume therefore constitutes a sustained reflection on the nature of intellectual labour amongst Egyptian intellectuals, as represented in literature. It will not seek to offer yet another study on the definition of the intellectual, which is also ultimately a study in social change, but rather an investigation into the positionality of the intellectual, and of communication and speech as a language of social identity -as well as the potential for an aesthetic beyond the questions of realism and the debates over modernity. It is in part also conceived as offering some reflective responses to Edward Said's Representations of the Intellectual -from the point of view of the people whose truth the intellectual speaks to power, but who, in the context of the recent Arab revolutions, now seem to have spoken. In the case of Egypt, the entire range of nahḍa, or revival, intellectual projects (from 1870s to the present, but particularly post-1952 with the collusion of state and intellectual modernizing, nationalizing discourses) has been under scrutiny with regard to the efficacy of the intellectuals' powers of communication and their positionalities within the various social groups and in relation to the different social movements. Since the mid-1950s, the Egyptian intellectual has had to face the identity-forming decision of the so-called 'New Intellectuals': either to remain within the establishment, working with machinations of the state and its institutions and discourses, or to remain absolutely unwavering in speaking truth to power and in doing so only and always embarrassingly, in Said's phrases (1994) . Even then, with regard to the latter path, the question remains: in whose name is the intellectual speaking? What standing does the intellectual have amongst the people or social groups in whose name she or he is speaking and what 'truth'? Who really are 'the People'?
With the urgencies of our present global realities, the task as I perceive it here is formally to seek to understand exactly how the people speak and what forms of knowledge they bring collectively and to realize that such a language and such a mode of knowing are indeed conceptually viable and no longer dispensable in our intellectual and professional vocabularies (many phrases, images and historical references are already in circulation across borders, untranslatable and yet equivalentialized in the acts of linguistic and cultural translation). But the challenge to the task is still there: we must be able to recognize and deploy such knowledge, as everyone agrees, but we cannot begin to perform the task if we remain still within the older intellectual and professional discourses and structures of representation and of domination. We should be able to seek the new languages and the new modes of knowing, new to the discourses but older to the realities, from within considered social positionalities, already placed in the collective and therefore with access to the forms of resonance.
The core arguments regarding the role of the intellectual, particularly in relation to 'the people' , were conceived prior to the events of 2011. Without the remarkable manifestations of mass attunements and collective and collectivizing creative practices during the events of 25 January-11 February 2011, however, my critical reflection on the tension in voice and in the discursive modes of intellectual discourses would have remained at the level of phenomenological and deconstructive critique. The thought of these history-making, and remaking, 18 days in Tahrir in 2011 therefore informs most of my analysis of the dilemmas of the Egyptian intellectual and until the fourth chapter where I discuss the aesthetic and ethical dimensions of Tahrir directly in light of the concept and practices of amāra. The manifestations of revolutionary creative energies in January-February 2011 exceeded the spheres of communication, where social media played the crucial role (El-Hamamsy, 2011), but by doing so they also exceeded traditional revolutionary discourses, as well as the artistic practices of leftist political aesthetics. The staggering range of verbal and visual creativity revealed a larger and cementing narrative practice of collective and cultural memory. The social and the cultural have become themselves the political, beyond functionary politics.
The fragmentary form and language of the intellectual and the cementing social imaginary, their tensions and their remarkable possibilities, were powerfully present there on Tahrir Square and other public spaces. The verbal and visual expressions, as well as body gestures and movements, were all clearly visible amāras of the gathered individuals and groups, placed subjectivities that are both singular and collective. In the 18 days of Tahrir, such physical and psychosocial alignments were clearly manifesting beyond any party, class or sectarian affiliations. The imaginary was visibly tracing nationalist and cultural trajectories, spatial and temporal, evincing a nationalist popular culture, clearly traceable to the 1881 'Urabi Revolt and the 1919 Revolution. Ziad Fahmy's descriptions of the Egyptian street in 1919, for example, offer many intriguing spheres of continuity (2011, pp. 134-66) .
The idea for The Intellectual and the People has been in gestation since the year 2000 or 2001 but saw varying expressions in three phases, and until it acquired a renewed sense of urgency after the events of 25 January-11 February 2011. The first inspiration was when I was at Harvard University (1996) (1997) (1998) (1999) (2000) (2001) (2002) and I began to mull over issues of amāra and dilemmas of the modern intellectual in preparation for a panel presentation with Sinan Antoon and Elias Khoury at the invitation of Samah Selim, who was based at Princeton University at the time. The creative and critical thrust of their published work is well known to all of us but it is the inspiration of their personal force and keen engagement in conversation that I wish to note here with gratitude. During my Harvard years, Edward Said and Naom Chomsky close by, both frequently visiting, the then dubbed dream team, Anthony Appiah, Cornel West and Skip Gates (before they disbanded), Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak and Judith Butler visiting, and the late Barbara Johnson and recent arrivals at the time such as Leila Ahmad, Seamus Heaney, Stephen Greenblatt and Homi Bhabha, were all a strong presence and living inspiration, in their very different styles, for the struggles of the academic and public intellectuals, as I discuss in the first chapter.
Some of the most prominent Arab writers and intellectuals, with very different 'signatures' , to borrow Said's phrase, were also visiting at the time, either for lectures or as visiting scholars: Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd, Radwa Ashour, Gaber Asfour, Nawal al-Saadawi, Sadik Jalal al-' Azm, Ridwan El-Sayyid, Abdelfattah Kilito, Abdesselam Chedadi, Elias Khoury, scholars such as Hosam Aboul-Ela, Khaled Fahmy, Marilyn Booth, Eve M. Troutt Powell, Heather Sharkey, and many others, including Hossein Modarressi and Abdolkarim Sorroush, with whom I had many illuminating discussions on Islam and modern intellectual history between Iran and Egypt.
The next phase of the idea, tackling issues of amāra in a more comparative context with the Ancient Egyptian concept of Ma' at and the South African concept of unhu began to take shape (and I wish there were enough space here to further explore the comparative dimensions) after I moved to London, though in a special panel in 
Acknowledgements
Thinking and working on amāra and social resonance has necessitated that I mention so many colleagues and influences, while remembering countless others who are not named here, all the time reflecting on my formative Egyptian experiences. The Intellectual and the People is only an initial experiment which I hope will lead to longer and detailed work. But as I argue for the significance of situating oneself in the thought of the collective, the responsibility is always with the individual impulse; I alone am therefore responsible for any hesitation in thought or lack of precision in detail that my reader might encounter on the following pages.
During the Harvard phase of the project, my profound thanks go to William Granara most of all for his inspiring passion for Arabic letters and intellectual history, and for making my stay at Harvard not only academically rich but also personally most enjoyable. At this time I was also blessed with the inspiring presence, work and deep conversations on all aspects of intellectual history, of many colleagues and friends: Robert Wisnovsky, Laila Parsons, Paul Alain Beaulieu, Roger Owen, Roy Mottahedeh, Wolfhart Heinrichs, Sinan Antoon, Ilham Makdisi, Naghmeh Sohrabi, Bruce Fudge, Joseph Adi, Mona Fayyad, and many others, to all of whom I owe special thanks.
During the London phase of my project, colleagues in the UK, especially Rasheed El-Enany, Marilyn Booth, Stephen Quirke and Caroline Rooney, Maggie Awadallah, Ayman Kharrat and Dalia Mustafa have played an important role in the shaping of my ideas, and so also SOAS crucial role, first by believing in and strongly supporting my vision for interdisciplinary work beyond the methodological limitations of Area Studies on which I established the CCLPS in 2009, and then in pursuing the ideas further, not just in workshops and research projects but also in many leisurely conversations, strongly marked by intense mindfulness for the life of ideas and an unswerving ethical demand surpassing even that of Levinas. With Rachel Harrison I have also had many useful conversations comparing the cases of Thailand and Egypt, as I did with Tunisian novelist Kamel el-Riahi on Tunisia and Tolga Aksac on the situation in Turkey. This book necessarily has a focus on Egypt, but it is hoped to contribute toward more widely comparative work.
The learning situation never happens in one direction, and I wish to thank my numerous undergraduate and postgraduate students for their passion and freshness of engagement, and specially Maha Abdel Megeed, Rasha Chatta, Alexandria Milton, Tareq Alrabei, Sarah Epstein, Hany Rashwan and Faisal Hamadah for their inspiring engagement and hard work. Rasha Chatta and Maha Abdel Megeed in particular spared no time in forwarding relevant material on Egypt and Syria.
For further work in Cairo, I'm grateful to Georges Khalil for making possible the Summer Academy in Cairo and for the opportunity to see old friends and meet new colleagues and share the work of a group of sharp and very promising young scholars: Samah Selim, Walid El-Hamamsy, Khaled Fahmy, Ferial Ghazoul, Samia Mehrez, Randa Abou Bakr, Dalya El-Shayal, Yasser Alwan, Michael Allan, Peter Snowdon, Friederike Pannewick, Rachid Ouaissa, and all the participants of the academy without exception, and their truly inspiring work. It was the training with the late El-Said Badawi, at the American University in Cairo, especially in his theories on the registers of the Arabic language, that first drew my attention to the collective, social and historical dimensions of Arabic and the complex relationship between Egyptian 'ammiyya and classical and standard fusha. To Badawi, I shall ever be grateful and to the legacy of his work, also on Qur'anic Arabic, I have utmost respect, especially its emphasis on the individual and social collective thought in language, which still informs my passion for the literary and hermeneutical potential of language analysis, outside of linguistic, philological and sociological approaches.
With regard to my explorations of amāra, and of the type of hermeneutical work needed in the comparative approach to conceptual languages in my other projects, Emily Apter has been wonderfully supportive, personally and intellectually, sharing generously her radically interventionist work on philosophical untranslatability and the new comparative literature. Hosam Aboul-Ela has continued to challenge me personally and intellectually in deep friendship ever since our student days at the University of Texas at Austin, and more so recently with his work on modes of circulation of non-European thought. For the rigor of their thought and work, their passionate commitment and our inspiring conversations in London after many years, I wish also to thank Subramanyan Shankar and Salah Hassan.
My profound thanks and gratitude must go to Benjamin Doyle of Palgrave Macmillan for his keen and expert support from the time this book was proposed and for his unbounded patience and persistence throughout the process. I wish also to thank Tomas Rene for his expert help through the last phases of the book, and the anonymous reviewers of my book proposal for their sharp and insightful comments. In London, Savi and Stefan Sperl, Emma Parsons, Jesse Bouman and Barbara Bouman have provided a home away from home over the years; and the marvelous Spinozina, the vigil of whose love taught me how to challenge myself and saw me through the final stages of this book.
Finally, this book is dedicated to my father, whose example and spirit are ever with me, to my mother for her ever ready loving care and her sensitivity toward the needs of all those who come into contact with her, to Baida for the abundance of her popular expressions and to my loving brothers and sisters and the wonderful third generation who are carrying the legacy forward. This book is ultimately dedicated to 'The Offspring of Rifa'a' , in Bahaa Taher's phrase, but especially and deeply to the House of Rafi' and to Hanaa Rafi' for their exemplary lives and their spiritual and intellectual guidance almost from the moment of birth.
